Finnish teachers' perceptions of distributed leadership by Tian, Meng
        
Citation for published version:
Tian, M 2015, 'Finnish teachers' perceptions of distributed leadership', Contemporary Educational Leadership,
vol. 2, no. 2, pp. 50-73.
Publication date:
2015
Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record
Link to publication
University of Bath
General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.
Download date: 22. May. 2019
51
Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership
Meng Tian
University of Jyväskylä, Finland
Abstract
Applying the resource–agency du-
ality model, this paper examines Finn-
ish teachers’ perceptions on distributed 
leadership. A total of 203 comprehen-
sive and secondary school teachers re-
sponded to an online survey that inves-
tigated the following aspects within the 
Finnish school context: leadership struc-
tures and power distance, leadership as 
a resource, leadership as an agency, and 
motivators and demotivators underly-
ing teachers’ participation in leader-
ship tasks. The survey results showed 
that Finnish schools did not have a one 
common leadership structure. The re-
source and agency distributions showed 
both alignment and misalignment. In 
particular, the misalignment was man-
ifested in the tight school budgets, local 
educational policies, and national edu-
cational laws whose impact the Finnish 
teachers wanted to decrease. Meanwhile, 
the teachers wanted to exercise strong-
er agency together with mid-level team 
leaders and students. Time, financial 
resources, and trust were identified as 
the most powerful driving force behind 
distributed leadership. Teachers were 
motivated to lead if the tasks matched 
their expertise and did not disturb their 
teaching. In contrast, leadership titles 
or assigning administrative tasks were 
less effective in promoting distribut-
ed leadership among Finnish teachers..
Keywords: distributed leadership, re-
source–agency duality model, Finnish 
schools
Finnish teachers’ perceptions on distributed 
leadership: resource and agency
Introduction 
The over-attribution of organization-
al success to an individual leader’s per-
formance has given rise to the notion 
the “romance of leadership,” which has 
intrigued scholars for centuries (Meindl 
1995; Meindl, Ehrlich, Dukerich, 1985). 
However, over the past two decades, this 
notion has been challenged by a growing 
body of literature on the theme of dis-
tributed leadership. These findings re-
veal that there are other factors, besides 
individual leaders, that play an equal, if 
not more, significant role in organiza-
tions.  The concept of distributed leader-
ship has gained considerable popularity 
in the school context because leadership 
in the teaching and learning domain has 
become more dynamic and interactive. 
Individual principals can no longer han-
dle all the administrative and pedagogi-
cal tasks alone (Kangas, Venninen, Oja-
la, 2015; O’Connor, Day, 2007). Recent 
development in distributed leadership 
suggests that achieving organization-
al goals should not be the only criterion 
for measuring the value of distributed 
leadership (Fitzgerald, Gunter, 2006; 
Lumby, 2013). The ethical foundations 
of distributed leadership should be also 
examined from the individual perspec-
tive, especially in terms of how organi-
zations provide and support agency from 
individuals and communities (Tian, Ris-
ku, Collin, 2015; Woods, Bennett, Har-
vey, Wise, 2004; Woods, Woods, 2013).
The present study examines the land-
scape of distributed leadership in Finnish 
comprehensive and secondary schools 
from the viewpoint of teachers. Apply-
ing the resource–agency duality model, 
this study aims to answer what kind of 
leadership has been distributed to whom 
and how (Tian, et al., 2015). Finland has 
been chosen as the research context for 
three reasons. First, Finland has been one 
of the most consistent top performers 
on the OECD Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) tests since 
2000. Investigating distributed leadership 
in a high-performing education system 
is likely to shed light on its successes. 
Second, according to Sahlberg (2015), 
Hargreaves and Shirley (2012), Finn-
ish education follows a different path of 
development, which steers away from 
standardized testing, student streaming, 
and competition. Most of the existing 
literature on distributed leadership in-
vestigates competition-driven education-
al systems such as those in the U.S. and 
the U.K. Very few studies examined how 
distributed leadership functions in an eq-
uity-driven system like Finland. Third, 
since the 1960s, Finnish education has 
been driven by the basic values of pro-
moting equity, local autonomy, and flexi-
bility (Aho, Pitkänen, Sahlberg, 2006).  In 
fact, since the 1980s, educational admin-
istration has been gradually decentralized 
to local municipalities and schools. With 
increasing teacher autonomy, distribut-
ed leadership has emerged an inevitable 
trend in the Finnish schooling context 
(Kangas, et al., 2015; Sahlberg, 2015). 
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1. Theoretical framework
The theoretical framework underpin-
ning this study is the resource–agency du-
ality model proposed in Tian, Risku and 
Collin’s (2015) meta-analysis of distribut-
ed leadership in 2002–2013.  According to 
Tian et al., distributed leadership has two 
distinct and yet intertwined aspects. From 
the organizational aspect, leadership as a 
resource is distributed at various hierar-
chical levels to serve organizational pur-
poses. From the individual aspect, leader-
ship as an agency is exercised by various 
actors and artefacts to influence work 
processes as individuals or communities. 
Mapping the distribution of leadership re-
sources and agency reveals the manifesta-
tions of distributed leadership in practice. 
Tian et al. (2015) also reported that to 
date very few distributed leadership stud-
ies have taken both organizational and 
individual aspects into account. Schol-
ars who hold a prescriptive–normative 
view on distributed leadership tend to 
focus mainly on the organizational as-
pect. As a result, most empirical studies 
investigate causal relations between dis-
tributed leadership and students’ test per-
formance, school effectiveness, financial 
achievement, and other measurable out-
comes stipulated in the government agen-
da (Gunter, Hall, Bragg, 2013; Hartley, 
2010; Woods, Woods, 2013). Following 
that line of thinking,  many educational 
systems tend to set educational priorities 
according to competitive values (Hartley, 
2010; Sahlberg, 2015), which advocate 
distributing resources through rigorous 
competitions such as standardized tests, 
league tables, labor market-oriented cur-
ricula, and cost effective pedagogical ap-
proaches. In contrast, individual agency 
in distributed leadership has been largely 
understudied (Tian et al, 2015).  Lumby 
(2013) criticizes many distributed lead-
ership studies for being silent about the 
power issues and taking the micro-pol-
itics for granted. One recent research 
which closely examines the use and abuse 
of power reveals that some distributed 
leadership approaches which serve the 
short-term school goals seem to restrain 
leaders’, teachers’, and students’ agen-
cy and eventually hinder sustainable de-
velopment in the long run (Tian, Collin, 
forthcoming).  Since organizational goals 
may be at odds with individual agency, 
it is vital to examine both aspects of dis-
tributed leadership simultaneously.  In the 
present study, the resource–agency dual-
ity model has been applied to acquire a 
more comprehensive understanding of 
distributed leadership in Finnish schools. 
2. Research question and design
A quantitative approach has been 
used to answer two research questions. 
What are the manifestations of distrib-
uted leadership in terms of resource 
and agency in Finnish schools? What 
are the key motivators and demotiva-
tors underlying Finnish teachers’ par-
ticipation in distributed leadership? 
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Instrument
The present article utilized data from 
203 Finnish teachers collected via an 
online survey titled Distributed leader-
ship in Finnish and Shanghai Schools 
(Teacher questionnaire) for a larger com-
parative study of distributed leadership 
in Finnish and Shanghai schools. The 
questionnaire sought demographic in-
formation such as the respondents’ gen-
der, school type, and current teaching 
and leadership positions. Two modifica-
tions were made to the Chinese version 
to ensure that the list of current posi-
tions was suited to the Finnish context. 
First, the roles of vice-principals and 
assistant principals were separated. In 
Finland, municipalities are the main pro-
viders of primary and secondary level 
education. Municipal education bureaus 
autonomously decide whether to appoint 
a vice-principal (Vararehtori in Finnish) 
or an assistant principal (Apulaisrehtori) 
in local public schools. A vice-principal 
usually refers to a temporary leadership 
position that allows a teacher to exercise 
the authority of a principal when he/she is 
away for a long period of time. The assis-
tant principal, on the other hand, is a formal 
leadership position with regulated work-
ing hours for school administration and a 
school-based job description.  Assistant 
principals usually co-lead with the princi-
pals on a daily basis in addition to execut-
ing their teaching duties (Mäkelä, 2007). 
Second, a special education teach-
er was added to the list of current posi-
tions.  In 2011, the Finnish special edu-
cation amendment stipulated that schools 
should provide three-tier (i.e., general, in-
tensified, and special) support to students 
(Finnish National Board of Education, 
2011). Finnish schools are obliged to re-
cruit special education teachers who pro-
vide part- or full-time support to students. 
Because a special education teacher is not 
present in most Shanghai public schools, 
it was excluded from the Chinese version 
of the questionnaire, to avoid confusion. 
The second part of the questionnaire 
applied the distributed leadership re-
source–agency duality model to answer 
the two research questions. It comprised 
four sections: leadership structures and 
power distance, leadership as a resource, 
leadership as an agency, and motivators 
and demotivators.  The first three sections 
identify the manifestations of distributed 
leadership in Finnish schools in terms of 
resource and agency. The fourth section 
identifies the strongest drivers of Finnish 
teachers’ motivation to lead. Table 1 sum-
marizes the key variables of each section. 
The leadership structures and power 
distance section required the respondents 
to choose one or several metaphors to de-
scribe their school administrative struc-
tures, and then to rate the power distance 
between the school principal and teachers 
on a 0–10 continuous scale. The purpose 
of this section was to examine the corre-
lation between administrative structures 
and power distance.  Gronn (2000) de-
picted distributed leadership as a fluid and 
emergent phenomenon, contrary to fixed 
Contemporary Educational Leadership Vol. 2, No 2/2015
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Table 1. Questionnaire design
Source: own elaboration
and stagnant leadership.  Other scholars 
reported that distributed leadership can 
be manifested in one or multiple power 
centers which exercise micro politics, for-
mal and informal leadership, and rhetori-
cal partnership (Björk, Blase, 2009; Bold-
en, 2011; Lumby, 2009; Spillane, 2006; 
Storey, 2004).  By combining the ideas of 
the power source (one vs. multiple power 
centers) and structure stability (fixed vs. 
flexible), four metaphors of leadership 
structures were created. The pyramid 
had one fixed power center at the zenith 
of the hierarchy, distributing leadership 
from top to down; the fountain was built 
on multiple power centers at the bottom, 
exercising bottom-up leadership with a 
stable nature; the spider’s web structure 
contained one power center at the center 
but instilled flexibility in team building; 
and organic teams comprised multiple 
power centers and flexibly formed teams 
in response to the external task environ-
ment.  The power distance scale (0–10) 
was divided into three categories for 
statistical analysis: low (0–3.33), me-
dium (3.34–6.67), and high (6.68–10).
In the leadership as a resource sec-
tion, respondents were asked to evaluate 
the strength of influence of 17 actors and 
artefacts on a 1–5 scale (1 = none, 2 = lit-
tle, 3 = some, 4 = a lot, 5 = decisive) and 
express their wishes to increase (2 = in-
crease a lot, 1 = increase some), decrease 
(-2 = decrease a lot, -1 = decrease some), 
or maintain (0= maintain the same) the 
influence of each item. The purpose of 
this section was to identify the dominant 
actors and artefacts serving as key leader-
ship resources in Finnish schools. The se-
lection of 17 items was based on previous 
findings on distributed leadership. Formal 
leaders, such as principal, vice-/assistant 
principal, team leaders, and superinten-
dents, have been widely recognized as the 
gatekeepers who nurture or undermine 
the leadership from others (Gunter, et al., 
2013; Harris, 2012; Mayrowetz, Murphy, 
Louis, Smylie,2009; Scribner, Sawyer, 
Watson, Myers, 2007).  Informal lead-
ers, which mainly refers to non-leading 
teachers, students, parents, and external 
stakeholders, exert their impact on lead-
ership in a less visible way, which can 
either align or misalign with the agen-
das of the formal leaders (Hulpia, Devos, 
2009; Jäppinen, Sarja, 2012; Leithwood, 
Mascall, Strauss, Sacks, Memon, Yas-
hkina, 2007; Leithwood, Jantzi, 2000; 
Memon, 2005; Pederson, Yager, Yager, 
2012; Spillane, Camburn, Pareja, 2007). 
Artefacts, including student test scores, 
curriculum, school culture, budget, time-
table, information-sharing platform, 
school reputation, national education-
al laws, and local educational policies 
have served as powerful tools that con-
stitute the interactions between leaders, 
followers, and the situations in distrib-
uted leadership (Gunter, et al., 2013; 
Hartley, 2010; Murphy, Smylie, Louis., 
2009; Spillane, Halverson, Diamond, 
2004; Spillane, 2006; Timperley, 2005). 
The leadership as an agency section 
examined another aspect of the resource–
agency duality model.  The respondents 
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rated the agency exercised by the school 
principal, mid-level team leaders, and 
teachers on 10 concrete work processes 
on a 0–4 scale (0 = not sure, 1 = none, 2 
= very little, 3 = some, 4 = a lot). These 
10 processes, which covered administra-
tive, pedagogical, strategic development, 
and relationship building dimensions of 
school leadership work, were synthesized 
from several significant distributed lead-
ership studies (e.g., Anderson, Moore, 
Sun, 2009; Mayrowetz, et al., 2009; Spill-
ane, et al., 2007; Timperley, 2005). The 
administrative processes covered manag-
ing administrative work, delegating tasks 
and leading teacher teams; the pedagogi-
cal processes comprised leading students’ 
learning and evaluating school perfor-
mance; the strategic development pro-
cesses consisted of setting school vision, 
making strategic plans, and providing 
resources; and the relationship-building 
processes referred to developing school 
culture and networking with stakeholders. 
The motivators and demotivators sec-
tion first surveyed Finnish teachers’ per-
ceptions of their workload (1 = too heavy, 
2 = just fine, 3 = too little) and then asked 
the teachers to evaluate the effectiveness 
of 12 motivators and 12 demotivators on 
a six-point Likert scale (0 = not sure, 1 
= not at all, 2 = very little, 3 = some de-
gree, 4 = quite a bit, 5 = a great deal). The 
items in this section served two purposes: 
first, they examined the relationships be-
tween workload and teachers’ motivation 
to lead, and second, they helped rank the 
effectiveness of motivators and demo-
tivators in the Finnish context. The 12 
motivators and 12 demotivators were de-
rived from Herzberg’s (1964) two-factor 
theory along with several other distribut-
ed leadership studies (e.g. Fairman, Mac-
kenzie, 2015; Gunter, et al., 2013; Hulpia, 
Devos, Rosseel, Vlerick., 2012; Smylie, 
Mayrowetz, Murphy, Louis, 2007). 
Motivators, which can be associated 
with Herzberg’s satisfiers, are factors that 
enhance people’s extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivation to carry out certain work. In 
the early twenty-first century, researchers 
identified two types of motivation to lead 
(MTL): affective MTL and social nor-
mative MTL (Brockner, Higgins, 2001; 
Kark, Van Dijk, 2007; Van Dijk, Kluger, 
2004). The MTL theory suggests that pro-
motion-focused people are motivated to 
lead because they recognize their desire 
to influence, enjoy the leadership process, 
and seek personal development (affective 
MTL). On the other hand, prevention-fo-
cused people are motivated to lead when 
they have to carry out duties, prevent neg-
ative outcomes, and seek security (social 
normative MTL) (Kark, Van Dijk, 2007). 
The 12 motivators considered in the sur-
vey were roughly divided into the two cat-
egories under the affective–social norma-
tive MTL framework. The affective MTL 
included task matching expertise, career 
opportunities, decision-making pow-
er, official leadership title, colleagues’ 
recognition, and principal’s support. 
The social normative MTL comprised 
enough time, democratic culture, trust 
from others, enough financial resources, 
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extra pay, and risk-bearing environment. 
Demotivators, which can be linked to 
Herzberg’s hygiene factors, are factors 
whose absence would trigger dissatis-
faction or disappointment, preventing 
people from carrying out certain tasks 
(Herzberg, 1964).  The 12 demotivators 
included in the survey were no extra 
pay, no official leadership title, no deci-
sion-making autonomy, no support from 
the principal, no career opportunities, 
insufficient financial resources, distrac-
tion from teaching, excessive administra-
tive work, competition with colleagues, 
task mismatching expertise, punishment 
for failure, and mistrust from others. 
Participants
From December 2013 to September 
2015, a total of 203 randomly select-
ed Finnish teachers participated in the 
online survey. Of these, 28.6% were 
males and 71.4% were female. In terms 
of the schools they worked at, 36.2% 
served in comprehensive schools (Grades 
1–9), 48.0% in lower secondary schools 
(Grades 7–9), and 22.5% in general up-
per secondary schools (Grades 10–12). 
Some teachers worked in more than 
one type of school simultaneously and 
were included in both.  When indicating 
their current position(s), the respond-
ents chose all the positions that they oc-
cupied at that time. The majority were 
subject teachers (73.9%), followed by 
class teachers (10.3%), special education 
teachers (7.9%), guidance counsellors 
(6.4%), assistant principals (3.9%) and 
vice-principals (2.5%). Notably, since the 
present study solely focused on Finnish 
teachers’ perceptions on distributed lead-
ership, Finnish principals did not par-
ticipate in this survey. Because assistant 
and vice-principals dedicate only 5-10% 
of their working hours to administration 
and the rest 90-95% to teaching (Mäkelä, 
2007), they were regarded as teachers 
and invited to participate in the survey.
Reliability and validity
The reliability of the study was first 
examined by evaluating the missing data. 
Little’s (1988) MCAR test showed that 
the missing data were completely ran-
domly distributed: χ2 (7401) = 6806.525, 
p = .977.  The absence of a systematic 
pattern in the missing item values in-
dicated that the results of the statistical 
analysis would be trustworthy. Second, 
Cronbach’s alpha values were calculat-
ed to estimate the internal consistency 
of the measure in each section. Results 
revealed that all the Cronbach’s alpha 
values were above .80, suggesting opti-
mal internal consistency (Wells, Wollack, 
2003). More specifically, the 17 items 
in the leadership as a resource section 
measured the same construct: α = .802, 
p < .001. In the leadership as an agen-
cy section, the Cronbach alpha value for 
each subgroup showed excellent inter-
nal consistency: principal’s agency (α = 
.825, p < .001), mid-level team leaders’ 
agency (α = .962, p < .001), and teach-
Contemporary Educational Leadership Vol. 2, No 2/2015
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ers’ agency (α = .831, p < .001).  In the 
motivator and demotivator section, the 
Cronbach’s alpha values for the 12 moti-
vators and 12 demotivators were .895 and 
.853 (p< .001) respectively, which also 
confirmed high reliability of the results. 
Validity indicates how a survey instru-
ment measures what it intends to meas-
ure. According to Kimberlin and Win-
terstein (2008, p. 2278), validity is not a 
property of the test itself but “the extent 
to which the interpretations of the results 
of a test are warranted.”  To comprehend 
a complex phenomenon like distributed 
leadership, it is vital to use survey con-
structs backed by robust theoretical foun-
dations and existing empirical evidence. 
In this study, to ensure construct validity, 
all the survey items were generated from 
an extensive meta-analysis of 85 pub-
lished studies on distributed leadership 
released between 2002 and 2013 (Tian 
et al., 2015).  Further, content validity 
was evaluated by four distributed leader-
ship experts from Finland, the U.K., and 
China before the pre-test. As mentioned 
earlier, two modifications were made to 
the current positions list in the demo-
graphics section. The English–Finnish 
translation of the survey was performed 
by a Finnish educational expert with a 
background in English linguistics.  Be-
fore administering the survey to a wider 
audience, six Finnish teachers from com-
prehensive, lower, and upper secondary 
schools were invited to pre-test it online. 
Follow-up interviews with these pre-tes-
tees confirmed the appropriateness of 
the survey content and its translation.
3. Results 
Leadership structure and power distance
With regard to the four metaphors of 
leadership structure, although Finnish 
teachers were given the opportunity to 
choose multiple answers, all the respond-
ents (n = 198) chose only one metaphor to 
describe their school leadership. The most 
popular leadership structure was the spi-
der’s web (42.42%), which was followed 
by the pyramid (28.28%) and the organic 
teams (27.27%). Only 2% of the teachers 
chose the bottom-up fountain structure. 
Both the spider’s web and pyramid struc-
tures signified one power center, while both 
the spider’s web and organic teams struc-
tures underlined the flexibility feature.
The continuous 0–10 power distance 
scale was evenly divided into three cate-
gories: low (0–3.33), medium (3.34–6.66) 
and high (6.67–10). More than half of 
the Finnish teachers (55.56%) observed 
a low power distance between them 
and their principals.  Another quarter 
(26.26%) reported a medium power dis-
tance, and only a minority (18.18%) per-
ceived a high power distance. Pearson’s 
chi square test of independence showed 
strong evidence of a relationship between 
leadership structures and power distance 
(Table 2):  χ2 (6) = 37.599, p < .001.
The residual analysis identified that 
the pyramid, spider’s web, and organic 
teams in particular contributed to the re-
Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership
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lationships between leadership structure 
and power distance.  Two cells had posi-
tive adjusted residual values that exceed-
ed 2. This indicated that at α = .05 level, 
more teachers who worked under the pyr-
amid structure experienced a high power 
distance and more teachers who worked 
under the spider’s web structure expe-
rienced a low power distance than what 
would be expected by chance (Agresti, 
2007). Conversely, three adjusted resid-
ual values were greater than -2.  This 
meant at α = .05 level, fewer teachers who 
worked under spider’s web and organic 
teams structures detected a high power 
distance than what would be expected by 
chance (Agresti, 2007).  Likewise, teach-
ers who linked the pyramid structure 
with a low power distance were signifi-
cantly under represented at α = .05 level.
To summarize, a low power distance 
was experienced by 69.69% of the Finn-
ish teachers who worked in spider’s web 
and organic teams structures. The oth-
er 28.28% teachers who worked in the 
pyramid structure, however, detected a 
Table 2. Leadership structures and power distance
Source: own elaboration
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high power distance.  Only 2% teach-
ers worked in fountain, and this struc-
ture was not statistically associated with 
any specific range of power distance.
Leadership as a resource
On the basis of the mode value, the 
most frequently occurring value in the 
dataset, the influence of the 17 resources 
was categorized into four tiers. Accord-
ing to the Finnish teachers (n = 203), the 
principal was the only decisive leader 
for daily school operations (mode = 5). 
Vice-/assistant principals, school cul-
ture, budget, curriculum, local educa-
tional policies and national educational 
laws were grouped in the second tier, 
exerting a lot of influence on school 
leadership operations (mode = 4). Team 
leaders, teachers, school board, superin-
tendent, school reputation, and students’ 
test scores served as resources in Finn-
ish schools  only to some extent (mode 
= 3). Alarmingly, students, parents, and 
external stakeholders, along with infor-
mation sharing platform, exerted little 
impact on school leadership, accord-
ing to the Finnish teachers (mode = 2).
On being asked to decrease, maintain, 
or increase the influence of each item, 
over one-third of the respondents want-
ed to decrease the influence of budget 
(71.8%, n = 203), national educational 
laws (37.8%), and local educational pol-
icies (45%). Spearman’s correlation test 
revealed positive relationships among 
these three variables. These results 
seemed to suggest two things. First, ar-
tefacts such as budget, laws and policies 
were powerful tools to influence school 
leadership work. Second, national (ρ = 
0.248, p < .001) and local (ρ = 0.356, 
p < .001) educational laws and poli-
cies might negatively influence school 
administration through budget cuts. 
Over one-third of the respondents 
wanted to increase the influence of 
team leaders (35.9%, n = 203), teachers 
(45.3%), and students (45.8%). Likewise, 
positive correlations were found among 
these three variables. This result indicat-
ed that the teachers’ believed that these 
three actors are largely underappreciated 
in Finnish schools. The Finnish teachers 
wished to assume more leadership re-
sponsibilities. Meanwhile, they expect-
ed more leadership would be granted to 
team leaders (ρ = 0.428, p < .001) and 
students (ρ = 0.191, p < .001). Interest-
ingly, Spearman’s correlation test failed 
to detect any statistically significant 
correlations between the three artefacts 
whose influence had to be decreased (i.e., 
budget, national educational laws, and 
local educational policies) and the three 
actors whose influence had to be increased 
(i.e., team leaders, teachers and stu-
dents). This result possibly suggests that 
despite national and local level austerity 
measures, leadership resources could be 
cultivated within the school by empower-
ing team leaders, teachers, and students. 
Leadership as a resource
Viewing leadership as an agency 
helped identify who led what work pro-
cesses in Finnish schools. As mentioned 
in the instrument section, the present 
study examined the agency of the prin-
cipal, mid-level team leaders, and teach-
ers in 10 concrete work processes related 
to administration, pedagogy, strategic 
development, and relationship build-
ing. The respondents were asked to re-
peatedly evaluate the amount of agency 
exercised by the three subgroups on a 
five-point Likert scale (0 = not sure, 1 
= none, 2 = very little, 3 = some, 4 = a 
lot). At the within-group level, the valid 
percent of point 3 (some) and 4 (a lot) 
was summed up and ranked. At the be-
tween-group level, the nonparametric 
Friedman’s test was used to examine the 
discrepancies and rank the amount of 
Contemporary Educational Leadership Vol. 2, No 2/2015
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Table 3. Between- and within-group ranks of agency in 10 work processes
Source: own elaboration
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agency exercised by the three subgroups. 
Table 3 presents the results of the be-
tween- and within-group ranks of agency.
At the within-group level, principals 
seemed to be more agentic in leading 
school administration and strategic de-
velopment than pedagogy or relationship 
building.  The principal’s leadership was 
most evident in the processes of manag-
ing administrative work, delegating tasks, 
and making strategic plans. On the other 
hand, teachers’ agency was the strongest 
in domains of pedagogy and relation-
ship building, such as leading students’ 
learning, developing school culture, and 
evaluating school performance. In addi-
tion to building internal relationship with 
students and peers through teaching and 
school culture, the Finnish teachers were 
also actively networking with stakehold-
ers. Team leaders appeared to play a piv-
otal role in the relationship building and 
school administration domains. Their 
agency was most visible in developing 
school culture, leading teacher teams, 
and setting school vision. Only few 
teachers acknowledged team leaders’ and 
teachers’ agency in providing resourc-
es or managing administrative work. 
At the between-group level, nonpar-
ametric Friedman’s tests revealed that 
at α = .05 level, statistically significant 
differences were observed among princi-
pals’, team leaders’, and teachers’ agency 
in all the 10 work processes.  This con-
firmed that in Finnish schools, leadership 
was not distributed in an undifferentiated 
manner. Principals were unsurprising-
ly the most prominent leaders in almost 
all the work processes with the excep-
tion of leading students’ learning. No-
tably, according to the between-group 
mean ranks, the amount of agency did 
not directly correspond to the organ-
izational hierarchy in the school. Al-
though mid-level team leaders possessed 
a higher administrative position than 
teachers, their agency was not always 
ranked higher than teachers’ agency.
Motivators and demotivators
With regard to workload, a majority of 
the Finnish teachers found the workloads 
to be just fine (79.12%, n =144) or too light 
(1.65%, n = 3). The rest 19.23% (n= 35) 
considered it too heavy. In the analysis, 
the first two subgroups were combined 
into non-overloaded teachers (80.77%, 
n = 147), who were then compared with 
the overloaded teachers (19.23%, n = 35). 
For evaluating the effectiveness of 
the motivators and demotivators, the 
six-point Likert scale (0 = not sure, 1 = 
not at all, 2 = very little, 3 = some de-
gree, 4 = quite a bit, 5 = a great deal) was 
re-coded into two categories: 0–2 = low 
effectiveness, 3–5 = high effectiveness. 
Table 4 shows the chi-square test re-
sults of the relationships between teach-
ers’ workload and the 12 motivators. 
At α = .05 level, the chi-square test 
results showed strong evidence of a rela-
tionship between teachers’ workload and 
two motivators: principal’s support and 
extra pay. Particularly, for most of the 
teachers who were non-overloaded (n = 
147), receiving principal’s support was 
the third strongest motivator behind their 
participation in distributed leadership. By 
comparison, for the remaining 35 teach-
ers, who were already overloaded, princi-
pal’s support seemed to exert a relatively 
weaker impact on their participation. A 
similar interpretation can be drawn with 
regard to extra pay. Rewarding extra lead-
ership work with extra pay seemed to mo-
tivate the non-overloaded teachers more 
effectively than the overworked ones.
The chi-square test results failed to 
detect any association between the effec-
tiveness of the remaining 10 motivators 
and workload. This indicated that similar 
approaches could be utilized to enhance 
teachers’ willingness to lead.  Over 90% 
of the teachers in both groups chose the 
same top five motivators, although in a 
slightly different order. Among them, both 
resource (i.e., enough time, enough finan-
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Table 4. Workload and 12 motivators
Source: own elaboration
cial resources, and task matching exper-
tise) and agency (i.e., democratic culture 
and trust from others) aspects were criti-
cal.  Table 5 illustrates the positive corre-
lations among these top five motivators.
The results of the correlational analy-
sis confirmed that to encourage teachers 
to assume additional leadership respon-
sibilities, providing leadership resources 
and supporting teachers’ agency are the 
optimal strategies. Interestingly, com-
pared to the other motivators, consid-
erably fewer Finnish teachers in both 
groups were effectively motivated by 
an official leadership title. Therefore, 
simply creating and distributing lead-
ership titles to a wider community do 
not seem to be an effective approach. 
A similar statistical analysis was car-
ried out to assess the demotivators that 
prevented Finnish teachers from assum-
ing additional responsibilities. However, 
the chi-square test results failed to detect 
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Table 5. Correlations among top five motivators
Source: own elaboration
statistically significant between-group 
differences at α = .05 level in relation to 
the ranks of the 12 demotivators (Table 6). 
Both teacher groups shared similar 
views on the effectiveness of the 12 de-
motivators. The top six demotivators 
comprised four resource-related items 
and two agency-related items. From 
the resource perspective, taking away 
financial resources and extra pay, dis-
Table 6. Workload and 12 demotivators
Source: own elaboration
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tracting teachers from teaching and 
loading them with excessive administra-
tive work seemed to create an insecure 
and unpleasant work environment that 
considerably restrained teachers from 
leading. From the agency perspective, 
the absence of principal’s support and 
decision-making autonomy exerted a 
strong negative impact on teachers’ mo-
tivation to lead. Moreover, significant 
positive correlations were found among 
these top six demotivators (Table 7).
These results highlight the interde-
pendence of factors within the resource–
agency duality model. For instance, no 
support from the principal was associat-
ed with providing insufficient financial 
resources or restraining teachers’ deci-
sion-making autonomy. Last but not least, 
less than half of the Finnish teachers in 
both groups ranked punishment for failure, 
no official leadership title, and competi-
Table 7. Correlations among top six demotivators
Source: own elaboration
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tion with colleagues as the least effective 
demotivators. One interpretation could 
be that Finnish schools seldom use mar-
ket-like competition and test-based ac-
countability to punish or reward teachers 
(Sahlberg, 2015). The low effectiveness 
of these three demotivators can probably 
be attributed to the fact that punishment 
and competition are rarely experienced 
by the teachers in their daily practice.
4. Discussion
Using the resource–agency duali-
ty model (Tian et al., 2015) as a lens, 
this study set out to examine the rela-
tionships between leadership structures 
and power distance, map the resource 
and agency distribution, and identi-
fy the key motivators and demotiva-
tors underlying Finnish teachers’ par-
ticipation in distributed leadership.
No one structure fits all
The first research question posed at the 
beginning of this paper was What are the 
manifestations of distributed leadership 
in terms of resource and agency in Finn-
ish schools? The results of the survey 
indicate that there is no one leadership 
structure that fits all the Finnish schools. 
Teachers who worked in less hierarchical 
structures, such as the spider’s web and 
organic teams, perceived a low power 
distance, while others who served in the 
pyramid structure perceived a high power 
distance. The bottom-up leadership struc-
ture, the fountain, was rare but not absent. 
No correlation was found between the 
fountain structure and power distance. 
The diversity of school leadership 
structures in Finland can be explained 
by the educational transformation in the 
late 1980s (Antikainen, 2005). From 
1972 to 1977, Finland carried out com-
prehensive school reforms by restruc-
turing the elite-oriented parallel system 
(i.e., grammar school and civic school) 
into an equity-driven nine-year compre-
hensive school system with a strong cen-
tralized administration (Aho, Pitkänen, 
Sahlberg, 2006). However, a significant 
change took place in the late 1980s: the 
provision of primary and secondary ed-
ucation was decentralized to municipal-
ities.  Local schools, with their increas-
ing autonomy, began to establish various 
types of leadership structures to serve 
administrative and pedagogical purpos-
es. Along with the decentralization pro-
cess, the central government issued na-
tional-level guidelines, such as the Basic 
Education Act, national core curricula, 
and national evaluation plan, to safe-
guard the sustainability and consistency 
of the local education provision.  The 
1990s marked the era of networking and 
self-regulated school leadership (Sahl-
berg, 2011).  Schools began to network 
more extensively with external stake-
holders, including local communities, 
other schools, parents, the labor market, 
and international institutions like OECD 
and the European Union. The collabora-
tion with stakeholders enabled schools 
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to obtain extra resources for developing 
their school profiles (Antikainen, 2006). 
To summarize, according to Hargreaves 
and Shirley (2012), Finland illustrates the 
fourth way of educational reform. The 
Finnish education system has a strong na-
tional vision, with the direction coming 
from the top, local authorities, and pro-
fessional teachers builiding the process 
from the bottom, and key stakeholders 
providing support from the side. Equity, 
autonomy, and sustainability are the key 
values underpinning the whole system. 
Hence, school leadership structures and 
the process of leading do not follow an es-
tablished blueprint. Instead, self-directed 
school leadership is strongly encouraged. 
The alignment and misalignment between 
resource and agency
The second key result of the study, 
which also addresses the first research 
question, highlights that viewing leader-
ship as a resource and as an agency varies 
according to roles, situations and purpos-
es.  The results showed that the school 
principal was the most prominent re-
source person whose agency was strongly 
manifested in leading school administra-
tion and strategic development. Teachers, 
in contrast, were highly agentic in lead-
ing pedagogy and relationship building. 
Mid-level team leaders seemed to play 
a pivotal role by leading school admin-
istration and relationship building. Only 
in three administration-related work pro-
cesses that the mid-level teachers’ agency 
was ranked higher than that of the teach-
ers: leading teacher teams, managing ad-
ministrative work, and delegating tasks. 
Two interpretations were proposed to ex-
plain this phenomenon. First, it was like-
ly that in Finnish schools, team leaders’ 
authority was not robustly underpinned 
by positional power. Owing to the lack of 
legitimacy and the low power distance, 
teachers might perceive team leaders 
more as team representatives than supe-
riors. Second, the existing education sys-
tem granted Finnish teachers a high level 
autonomy to independently lead teach-
ing-related work processes without ex-
cessive external control (Sahlberg, 2015).
Taken together, these results are not 
surprising as they support existing litera-
ture on distributed leadership. Regarding 
curriculum reform and enactment, leader-
ship seems to be distributed more in favor 
of the teachers than the school adminis-
trators (Halverson, Clifford, 2013; Mul-
lick, Sharama, Deppler, 2013). In some 
extreme cases, teachers may even be su-
perior to formal leaders, especially when 
the principal is overloaded with manage-
rial tasks and cannot undertake tasks re-
lated to teaching and learning (Fairman, 
Mackenzie, 2015). Murphy, Smylie, and 
Louis (2009) advocate that distributed 
leadership should not undermine formal 
leadership; however, the principal’s role 
must be changed from that of a solo deci-
sion maker to that of a leader of leaders. 
The task of building a collegial climate to 
improve teachers’ morale is entrusted to 
mid-level team leaders. Even in a less col-
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legial environment, using team leaders to 
resolve the resistance from teachers seems 
more effective than top-down administra-
tive orders (Fairman, Mackenzie, 2015). 
In addition to confirming the earli-
er distributed leadership findings, the 
present study also identified instances 
of alignment and misalignment between 
resource and agency. Misalignment led 
to the school members’ agency being 
restricted. From the resource perspec-
tive, three artefacts whose influences that 
the Finnish teachers wanted to decrease 
considerably were school budget, local 
educational policies, and national educa-
tional laws. That these factors were posi-
tively correlated suggests that the current 
economic recession possibly affects the 
school budget through legislations and 
policies. Given the ongoing educational 
changes in Finland, resources have be-
come scarcer. Since the 1990s, state sub-
sidies and transfers to local municipals 
are no longer earmarked.  Municipalities 
receive general funds from the state on 
the basis of unit costs and then autono-
mously decide the share for education 
and other public services (Aho, Pitkänen, 
Sahlberg, 2006). Thus, the tighter aus-
terity measures, the tighter the schools 
budgets. In order to optimize resource 
distribution and efficiency, a five-year 
municipal administration reform, i.e., 
PARAS, was launched to merge munici-
palities between 2008 and 2013 (OECD, 
2010). As a result, the number of Finnish 
municipalities has decreased from 432 in 
2006 to 317 in 2015. A similar trend has 
been witnessed in the case of schools in 
Finland. Statistics show that from 2008 to 
2013, the number of educational institu-
tions has decreased by 16%, even though 
the total number of students is at the same 
level (Suomen virallinen tilasto, 2014). 
All these measures indicate that new 
managerialism has gradually tightened 
its grip on the Finnish education system. 
Sahlberg (2011) warns that overem-
phasizing rationalism, efficiency, and 
productivity may undermine the mor-
al purpose of education. This view is 
supported by Hökka and Vähäsantanen 
(2014) who write that blindly adopting 
new management models may jeopard-
ise teachers’ commitment. Highlighting 
the Finnish teachers’ perspective, the 
present study shows that the current lead-
ership resource distribution is not at its 
optimum. The survey responses clearly 
showed that the Finnish teachers want-
ed to exert a stronger impact on school 
leadership work together with students 
and mid-level team leaders. According-
ly, Hökka and Vähäsantanen (2014) have 
proposed an agency-centered coupling 
structure, which shed light on distributed 
leadership. When financial resources are 
decreasing and administrative bounda-
ries are on the rise, distributed leadership 
should go beyond selecting the most ap-
propriate physical structure for an organ-
ization, irrespective of whether the struc-
ture is tightly or loosely coupled. In such 
situations, an agency-centered coupling 
structure is ideal for creating leadership 
opportunities for meaningful cooperation, 
high-quality communication, and shared 
meaning construction in a more dynam-
ic way (Hökka, Vähäsantanen, 2014). 
The upcoming Finnish national core 
curricula 2016 program seem to have 
adopted the same vein of thinking. The 
new curricula focus on developing stu-
dents’ transversal competences through 
phenomenon-based learning. In prac-
tice, this implies that Finnish teachers 
will collaborate more extensively not 
only with students but also with col-
leagues from different subject back-
grounds. Inevitably, more leadership will 
be distributed to teachers and students 
throughout the whole pedagogical pro-
cess from planning and implementation 
to evaluation and reflection. Against the 
backdrop of economic recession, cul-
tivating leadership resources among 
mid-level team leaders, teachers, and 
students through agency-centered cou-
pling might be a novel solution to en-
hance the school dynamics without add-
ing to the financial burden of the school.
Driving force behind distributed leader-
ship
Given the trends of school mergers 
and individualized learning, distribut-
ing more leadership among the teachers 
seems inevitable. With regard to the sec-
ond research question, what are the key 
motivators and demotivators underlying 
Finnish teachers’ participation in distrib-
uted leadership, the syntheses of the top 
motivators and demotivators revealed a 
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strong interdependent relationship be-
tween resource and agency. Providing 
sufficient time and financial resourc-
es was strongly linked with supporting 
teachers’ agency with trust and a demo-
cratic culture. Likewise, the analysis of 
the most effective demotivators revealed 
that the absence of financial resources, 
principal’s support and extra pay would 
tremendously discourage teachers’ en-
gagement in leadership work. Notably, 
overloading teachers with excessive ad-
ministrative tasks or distracting them 
from teaching were clearly undesirable. 
Finnish teachers did not expect to lead 
any tasks that were not matched their 
expertise. Interestingly, granting an of-
ficial leadership title did not substan-
tially motivate the Finnish teachers, and 
taking it away did not seem to discour-
age them as strongly as the other factors. 
The collection of motivators and de-
motivators underlying Finnish teachers’ 
participation in distributed leadership 
has historical roots. During the compre-
hensive education reform in the 1970s, 
both pre- and in-service teacher edu-
cation advanced rapidly. Since 1978, 
a master’s degree in science or arts has 
become a pre-requisite qualification for 
all Finnish teachers. As one of the most 
popular professions in Finland, being a 
teacher has been traditionally respected 
in society. Since the early 1990s, as the 
accountability culture in Finnish schools 
has weakened, professional autonomy of 
the teachers has grown stronger (Hök-
ka, Vähäsantanen, 2014). The teacher’s 
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role is transformed from a knowledge 
deliverer to a pedagogical leader (Sänt-
ti, 2007). Unlike many other countries 
which heavily rely on external incentives 
like a teacher’s professional title, merit, 
pay, and formal leadership titles to moti-
vate teachers, Finnish schools trust their 
teachers to use their professional judg-
ment and autonomy with as little exter-
nal control as possible (Sahlberg, 2015). 
The more sustainable and effective 
driving force behind distributed leader-
ship, therefore, seems to lie in providing 
leadership opportunities and resources 
that support Finnish teachers’ agency. 
5. Driving force behind distributed lead-
ership
This study offers several noteworthy 
implications. Theoretically, the study 
demonstrates a successful application of 
the distributed leadership resource–agen-
cy duality model. Empirical evidence 
from the data supports the conceptual 
premise that leadership as a resource and 
leadership as an agency are two insepa-
rable aspects. Nonetheless, there could 
be both alignment and misalignment 
between them. Practically, this study 
explains how the current landscape of 
distributed leadership in Finnish schools 
has been shaped by a series of education-
al reforms since the 1970s. The ongoing 
school mergers, austerity measures on 
school budgets, and more learner-cen-
tered curricula reforms all seem to call 
for expanding the depth and breadth 
of distributed leadership in the future. 
Cultivating leadership resources from 
Finnish teachers with agency-centered 
coupling has been proposed as a likely 
solution. These leadership resources in-
clude time, financial resources, and trust, 
which would enable Finnish teachers to 
use their expertise in the relevant tasks. 
On the contrary, sharing excessive ad-
ministrative tasks with the teachers or 
creating a steep hierarchy with numer-
ous leadership positions are less favora-
ble approaches for distributed leadership.
Lastly, the generalizability of these 
results is subject to certain limitations. 
First, this study is based on a relative-
ly small sample of Finnish teachers be-
cause of the limited access to schools. 
Second, as part of a larger comparative 
study, the main purpose of this quanti-
tative study is to describe the resource 
and agency distribution and identify the 
key motivators and demotivators under-
lying Finnish teachers’ participation in 
distributed leadership.  Given its descrip-
tive nature, this study did not explore the 
more sophisticated causal relationships 
among the different variables. In oth-
er words, this study has addressed what 
leadership has been distributed to whom 
and how; the reasons for this distribu-
tion have been investigated using eight 
qualitative case studies in another paper.
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